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CHAPTER

A Short Introduction to
Moral Philosophy

James Rachels

An ancient legend tells the story of Gyges, a poor shepherd who found
a magic ring in a fissure opened by an earthquake. The ring would
make its wearer invisible, so he could go anywhere and do anything
undetected. Gyges was an unscrupulous fellow, and he quickly real-
ized that the ring could be put to good advantage. We are told that he
used its power to gain entry to the royal palace where he seduced the
queen, murdered the king, and seized the throne. (Itis not explained
how invisibility helped him to seduce the queen—but let that pass.)
In no time at all, he went from being a poor shepherd to being king
of all the land. 3

This story is recounted in Book II of Plato’s Republic. Like all of
Plato’s works, The Republicis written in the form of a dialogue between
Socrates and his companions. Glaucon, who is having an argument
with Socrates, uses the story of Gyges’s ring to make a point.

Glaucon asks us to imagine that there are two such rings, one
given to a man of virtue and the other given to a rogue. How might we
expect them to behave? The rogue, of course, will do anything neces-
sary to increase his own wealth and power. Since the cloak of invisibility
will protect him from discovery, he can do anything he pleases without
fear of being caught. Therefore, he will recognize no moral constraints
on his conduct, and there will be no end to the mischief he will do.

But how will the so-called virtuous man behave? Glaucon
suggests that he will do no better than the rogue:

No one, it is commonly believed, would have such iron strength
of mind as to stand fast in doing right or keep his hands off
other men’s goods, when he could go to the market-place and
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fearlessly help himself to anything he wanted, enter houses and
sleep with any woman he chose, set prisoners free and kill men at
his pleasure, and in a word go about among men with the powers
of a god. He would behave no better than the other; both would
take the same course.

Moreover, Glaucon asks, why shouldn’t he? Once he is freed from the
fear of reprisal, why shouldn’ta person simply do what he pleases, or what
he thinks is best for himself? Why should he care at all about “morality”?

The Republic, written over 2300 years ago, was one of the first
great works of moral philosophy in Western history. Since then, phi-
losophers have formulated theories to explain what morality is, why it
is important, and why it has the peculiar hold on us that it does. What,
if anything, justifies our belief that we morally ought to act in one way
rather than another?

Relativism .

Perhaps the oldest philosophical theory about morality is that right and
wrong are relative to the customs of one’s society—on this view, there
is nothing behind the demands of morality except social convention.
Herodotus, the first of the great Greek historians, lived at about the
time of Socrates. His History is full of wonderful anecdotes that illustrate
his belief that “right” and “wrong” are little more than names for social
conventions. Of the Massagetae, a tribe in Central Asia, he writes:

The following are some of their customs—FEach man has but one
wife, yet all the wives are held in common. . .. Human life does
not come to its natural close with these people; but when a man
grows very old, all his kinsfolk collect together and offer him up
in sacrifice; offering at the same time some cattle also. After the
sacrifice they boil the flesh and feast on it; and those who thus
end their days are reckoned the happiest. If a man dies of disease
they do not eat him, but bury him in the ground, bewailing his
illfortune that he did not come to be sacrificed. They sow no
grain, but live on their herds, and on fish, of which there is great
plenty in the Araxes. Milk is what they chiefly drink. The only
god they worship is the sun, and to him they offer the horse in
sacrifice, under the notion of giving the swiftest of the gods the
swiftest of all mortal creatures.

Herodotus did not think the Massagetae were to be criticized for such
practices. Their customs were neither better nor worse than those of
other peoples; they were merely different. The Greeks, who considered

) S '
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themselves more “civilized,” may have thought that their customs were
superior, but, Herodotus says, that is only because everyone believes
the customs of his own society to be the best. The “truth” depends on
one’s point of view—that is, on the society in which one happens to
have been raised.

Relativists think that Herodotus was obviously on to something
and that those who believe in “objective” right and wrong are merely
naive. Critics, however, object to the theory on a number of grounds.
First, it is exceedingly conservative, in that the theory endorses what-
ever moral views happen to be current in a society. Consider our own
society. Many people believe that our society’s moral code is mis-
taken, at least on some points—for example, they may disagree with
the dominant social view regarding capital punishment or homosexu-
ality or the treatment of nonhuman animals. Must we conclude that
these would-be reformers are wrong, merely because they oppose the
majority view? Why must the majority always be right?

But there is a deeper problem with Relativism, emphasized
by Socrates. Some social customs are, indeed, merely arbitrary, and
when these customs are at issue it is fruitless to insist that one soci-
ety’s practices are better than another’s. Funerary practices are a
good example. The Greeks burned their dead, while the Callatians
ate their dead, but neither practice is better than the other. However,
it does not follow from this that afl social practices are arbitrary in the
same way. Some are, and some are not. The Greeks and the Callatians
were free to accept whatever funerary practices they liked because
no objective reason could be given why one practice was superior to
the other. In the case of other practices, however, there may be good
reasons why some are superior. It is not hard, for example, to explain
why honesty and respect for human life are socially desirable, and
similarly it is not hard to explain why slavery and racism are unde-
sirable. Because we can support our judgments about these matters
with rational arguments, we do not have to regard those judgments as
“merely” the expression of our particular society’s moral code.

Divine Commands

A second ancient idea, also familiar to Socrates, was that moral living
consists in obedience to divine commands. If this were true, then we
could easily answer the challenge of Gyges’s ring—even if we had the
power of invisibility, we would still be subject to divine retribution, so
ultimately we could not “get away with” doing whatever we wanted.
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But Socrates did not believe that right living could consist merely
in trying to please the gods. In the Euthyphro, another of Plato’s dia-
logues, Socrates is shown considering at some length whether “right”
can be the same as “what the gods command.” Now we may notice, to
begin with, that there are considerable practical difficulties with this as
a general theory of ethics. How, for example, are we supposed to krnow
what the gods command? There are, of course, those who claim to have
spoken with God about the matter and who therefore claim to be in
a position to pass on his instructions to the rest of us. But people who
claim to speak for God are not the most trustworthy folks—hearing
voices can be a sign of schizophrenia or a megalomania just as eas-
ily as an instance of divine communication. Others, more modestly,
rely on scripture or church tradition for guidance. But those sources
are notoriously ambiguous—they give vague and often contradictory
instructions—so, when people tonsult these authorities, they typically
rely on whatever elements of scripture or church tradition support the
moral views they are already inclined to agree with. Moreover, because
scripture and church tradition have been handed down from earlier
times, they provide little direct help in addressing distinctively con-
temporary problems: the problem of environmental preservation, for
example, or the problem of how much of our resources should be allo-
cated to AIDS research as opposed to other worthy endeavors.

Still, it may be thought that God’s commands provide the ult-
mate authority for ethics, and that is the issue Socrates addressed.
Socrates accepted that the gods exist and that they may issue instruc-
tions. But he showed that this cannot be the ultimate basis of ethics.
He pointed out that we have to distinguish two possibilities: Either the
gods have some reason for the instructions they issue, or they do not.
If they do not, then their commands are merely arbitrary—the gods
are like petty tyrants who demand that we act in this way and that,
even though there is no good reason for it. But this is an impious view
that religious people will not want to accept. On the other hand, if we
say that the gods do have good reasons for their instructions, then we
have admitted that there is a standard of rightness independent of
their commands—namely, the standard to which the gods themselves
refer in deciding what to require of us.

It follows, then, that even if one accepts a religious picture of the
world, the rightness or wrongness of actions cannot be understood
merely in terms of their conformity to divine prescriptions. We may always
ask why the gods command what they do, and the answer to that question
will reveal why right actions are right and why wrong actions are wrong.
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Aristotle

Although Relativism and the Divine Command Theory have always
had supporters, they have never been popular among serious stu-
dents of moral philosophy. The first extended, systematic treatise
on moral philosophy, produced two generations after Socrates, was
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (ca. 330 B.c.), and Aristotle wasted no
time on such notions. Instead, Aristotle offered a detailed account of
the virtues—the qualities of character that people need to do well in
life. The virtues include courage, prudence, generosity, honesty, and
many more; Aristotle sought to explain what each one is and why it is
important. His answer to the question of Gyges’s ring was that virtue
is necessary for human beings to achieve happiness; therefore, the
man of virtue is ultimately better off because he is virtuous.

Aristotle’s view of the virtuous life was connected with his over-
all way of understanding the world and our place in it. Aristotle’s
conception of what the world is like was enormously influential; it
dominated Western thinking for over 1700 years. A central feature
of this conception was that everything in nature exists for a purpose.
“Nature,” Aristotle said, “belongs to the class of causes which act for
the sake of something.”

It seems obvious that artifacts such as knives and chariots have
purposes, because we have their purposes in mind when we make
them. But what about natural objects that we do not make? Do they
have purposes too? Aristotle thought so. One of his examples was
that we have teeth so that we can chew. Such biological examples
are quite persuasive; the parts of our bodies do seem, intuitively, to
have particular purposes—eyes are for seeing, the heart is for pump-
ing blood, and so on. But Aristotle’s thesis was not limited to organic
beings. According to him, everything in nature has a purpose. He also
thought, to take a different sort of example, that rain falls so that
plants can grow. As odd as it may seem to a modern reader, Aristotle
was perfectly serious about this. He considered other alternatives,
such as that the rain falls “of necessity” and that this helps the plants
only “by coincidence,” and rejected them. His considered view was
that plants and animals are what they are, and that the rain falls as it
does, “because it is better so.”

The world, therefore, is an orderly, rational system, with each
thing having its own proper place and serving its own special purpose.
There is a neat hierarchy: The rain exists for the sake of the plants,
the plants exist for the sake of the animals, and the animals exist—of
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course—for the sake of people. Aristotle says: “If then we are right
in believing that nature makes nothing without some end in view,
nothing to no purpose, it must be that nature has made all things spe-
cifically for the sake of man.” This worldview is stunningly anthropo-
centric, or human-centered. But Aristotle was hardly alone in having
such thoughts; almost every important thinker in human history has
advanced such a thesis. Humans are a remarkably vain species.

Natural Law

The Christian thinkers who came later found Aristotle’s view of the
world to be congenial. There was only one thing missing: God. Thus, the
Christian thinkers said that the rain falls to help the plants because that
is what the Creator intended, and the animals are for human use because
that is what God made them for. Values and purposes were, therefore, con-
ceived to be a fundamental part of the nature of things, because the
world was believed to have been created according to a divine plan.

This view of the world had a number of consequences for ethics.
On the most general level, it affirmed the supreme value of human
life, and it explained why humans are entitled to do whatever they
please with the rest of nature. The basic moral arrangement—human
beings, whose lives are sacred, dominating a world made for their
benefit—was enshrined as the Natural Order of Things.

At a more detailed level, a corollary of this outlook was that the
“laws of nature” specify how things ought to be, as well as describing
how things are. In turn, knowing how things ought to be enables us
to evaluate states of affairs as objectively good or bad. Things are as
they ought to be when they are serving their natural purposes; when
they do not or cannot serve those purposes, things have gone wrong.
Thus, teeth that have decayed and cannot be used for chewing are
defective; and drought, which deprives plants of the rain they need, is
a natural, objective evil.

There are also implications for human action: On this view,
moral rules are one type of law of nature. The key idea here is that
some forms of human behavior are “natural” while others are not;
and “unnatural” acts are said to be wrong. Beneficence, for example,
is natural for us because God has made us as social creatures. We
want and need the friendship of other people, and we have natural
affections for them; hence, behaving brutishly toward them is unnatu-
ral. Or to take a different sort of example, the purpose of the sex
organs is procreation. Thus, any use of them for other purposes is
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“contrary to nature”—which is why the Christian church has tradi-
tionally regarded any form of sexual activity that cannot result in
pregnancy, such as masturbation, gay sex, or sex with contraceptives,
as impermissible.

This combination of ideas, together with others like them,
formed the core of an outlook known as natural-law ethics. The The-
ory of Natural Law was developed most fully by Saint Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274), who lived at a time when the Aristotelian worldview was
unchallenged. Aquinas was the foremost thinker among traditional
Catholic theologians. Today natural-law theory still has adherents
inside the Catholic Church, but few outside. The reason is that the
Aristotelian worldview, on which natural-law ethics depends, has been
replaced by the outlook of modern science.

Galileo, Newton, Darwin, and others developed ways of under-
standing natural phenomena that made no use of evaluative notions.
In their way of thinking, the rain has no purpose. It does not fall in
order to help the plants grow. Plants typically get the amount of water
they need because each species has evolved, by natural selection, in
the environment in which that amount of water is available. Natu-
ral selection produces an orderly arrangement that appears to have
been designed, but that is only an illusion. To explain nature there is
no need to assume purpose-involving principles, as Aristotle and the
Christians had done. This new outlook was threatening to the Catho-
lic Church, and they condemned it. .

Modern science transformed people’s view of what the world is
like. But part of the transformation, inseparable from the rest, was an
altered view of the nature of ethics. Right and wrong could no longer
be deduced from the nature of things, for on the new view the natu-
ral world does not, in and of itself, manifest value and purpose. The
inhabitants of the world may have needs and desires that generate val-
ues special to them, but that is all. The world apart from those inhabi-
tants knows and cares nothing for their values, and it has no values of
its own. A hundred and fifty years before Nietzsche declared, “There
are no moral facts,” the Scottish philosopher David Hume had come to
the same conclusion. Hume summed up the moral implications of the
new worldview in his Treatise of Human Nature (1739) when he wrote:

Take any action allow'd to be vicious: Willful murder, for

instance. Examine it in all lights, and see if you can find that mat-

ter of fact, or real existence, which vou call vice. In whichever way

you take it, you find only certain pﬁssiou& motives, volitions ;1116

thoughts. There is no other matter of fact in the case.
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To Aristotle’s idea that “nature has made all things for the sake of
man,” Hume replied: “The life of a man is of no greater importance
to the universe than that of an oyster.”

The Social Contract

If morality cannot be based on God’s commands, nor on the idea of
natural purpose, then what can it be based on? Ethics must somehow
be understood as a purely human phenomenon—as the product of
human needs, interests, and desires—and nothing else. Figuring out
how to do this has been the basic project of moral philosophy from
the 17" century on.

Thomas Hobbes, the foremost English philosopher of the 17
century, suggested one way in which ethics might be understood in
purely human terms. Hobbes assumed that “good” and “bad” are just
names we give to things we like and dislike. Thus, because we may like
different things, we may disagree about what is good or bad. How-
ever, Hobbes said, in our fundamental psychological makeup we are
all very much alike. We are all basically self-interested creatures who
want to live and to live as well as possible. This is the key to under-
standing ethics. Ethics arises when people realize what they must do to
live well.

Hobbes was the first important modern thinker to provide a
secular, naturalistic basis for ethics. He pointed out that each of us
is enormously better off living in a mutually cooperative society than
we would be if we tried to make it on our own. The benefits of social
living go far beyond companionship: Social cooperation makes it pos-
sible to have schools, hospitals, and highways; houses with electric-
ity and central heating; airplanes and telephones; newspapers and
books; movies, opera, and bingo; science and agriculture. Without
social cooperation we would lose these benefits and more. Therefore,
itis to the advantage of each of us to do whatever is necessary to estab-
lish and maintain a cooperative society.

But it turns out that a mutually cooperative society can exist
only if we adopt certain rules of behavior—rules that require telling
the truth, keeping our promises, respecting one another’s lives and
property, and so on:

* Without the presumption that people will tell the truth, there
would be no reason for people to pay any attention to what
other people say. Communication would be impossible. And
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without communication among its members, society would
collapse.

e Without the requirement that people keep their promises,
there could be no division of labor—workers could not count
on getting paid, retailers could not rely on their agreements
with suppliers, and so on—and the economy would collapse.
There could be no business, no building, no agriculture, no
medicine.

* Without assurances against assault, murder, and theft, no one
could feel secure; everyone would have to be constantly on
guard against everyone else, and social cooperation would be
impossible.

Thus, to obtain the benefits of social living, we must strike a bar-
gain with one another, with each of us agreeing to obey these rules,
provided others do likewise. We must also establish mechanisms for
enforcing these rules—such as legal sanctions and other, less for-
mal methods of enforcement—so that we can count on one another
to obey them. This “social contract” is the basis of morality. Indeed,
morality can be defined as nothing more or less than the set of rules that
rational people will agree to obey, for their mutual benefit, provided that other
people will obey them as well.

This way of understanding morality has a number of appealing
features. First, it takes the mystery out of ethics and makes it a practi-
cal, down-to-earth business. Living [[1(’)!‘2‘[“}" is not a matter of blind
obedience to the mysterious dictates of a supernatural being; nor is it
a matter of fidelity to lofty but pointless abstract rules. Instead, it is a
matter of doing what it takes to make social living possible.

Second, the Social Contract Theory explains why we should care
about ethics—it offers at least a partial response to the problem of
Gyges’s ring. If there is no God to punish us, why should we bother
to do what is “right,” especially when it is not to our advantage? The
answer is that it #s to our advantage to live in a society where people
behave morally—thus, it is rational for us to accept moral restric-
tions on our conduct as part of a bargain we make with other people.
We benefit directly from the ethical conduct of others, and our own
compliance with the moral rules is the price we pay to secure their
compliance.

Third, the Social Contract approach gives us a sensible and
mature way of determining what our ethical duties really are. When
“morality” is mentioned, the first thing that pops into many people’s
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minds is an attempt to restrict their sex lives. It is unfortunate that the
word morals has come to have such a connotation. The whole purpose
of having a system of morality, according to Social Contract Theory, is
to make it possible for people to live their individual lives in a setting
of social cooperation. Its purpose is not to tell people what kinds of
lives they should live (except insofar as it is necessary to restrict con-
duct in the interests of maintaining social cooperation). Therefore,
an ethic based on the Social Contract would have little interest in
what people do in their bedrooms.

Finally, we may note again that the Social Contract Theory
assumes relatively little about human nature. It treats human beings
as self-interested creatures and does not assume that they are narurally
altruistic, even to the slightest degree. One of the theory’s charms is
that it can reach the conclusion that we ought, often, to behave altru-
istically, without assuming that we are naturally altruistic. We want to
live as well as possible, and maral obligations are created as we band
together with other people to form the cooperative societies that are
necessary for us to achieve this fundamentally self-interested goal.

Altruism and Self-Interest

Are people essentially self<interested? Although the Social Contract
Theory continues to attract supporters, not many philosophers and psy-
chologists today would accept Hobbes’s egoistic view of human nature.
It seems evident that humans have at least some altruistic feelings, if only
for their family and friends. We have evolved as social creatures just as
surely as we have evolved as creatures with legs—caring for our kin and
members of our local group is as natural for us as walking.

If humans do have some degree of natural altruism, does this
have any significance for morals? Hume thought so. Hume agreed
with Hobbes that our moral opinions are expressions of our feelings.
In 1739, when he invited his readers to consider “willful murder”
and see if they could find that “matter of fact” called “vice,” Hume
concluded:

You can never find it, till you turn your reflexion into your own
breast, and find a sentiment of [disapproval], which arises in you,
towards this action. Here is a matter of fact; but "tis the object of
feeling. . . . It les in yourself, not in the object. So that when you
pronounce any action or character to be vicious, you mean noth-
ing, but that from the constitution of your nature you have a feel-
ing or sentiment of blame from the contemplation of it.
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And what, exactly, is “the constitution of our nature”? Of course, it
is part of our nature to care about ourselves and our own welfare.
But Hume added that we also have “social sentiments”—feelings that
connect us with other people and make us concerned about their
welfare. That is why, Hume said, we measure right and wrong by “the
true interests of mankind”:

In all determinations of morality, this circumstance of public
utility is ever principally in view; and wherever disputes arise,
either in philosophy or common life, concerning the bounds of
duty, the question cannot, by any means, be decided with greater
certainty than by ascertaining, on any side, the true interests of
mankind.

This view came to be known as Utilitarianism. In modern moral phi-
losophy, it is the chief alternative to the Social Contract Theory.

Utilitarianism
Utlitarians believe that one principle sums up all of our moral duties.
The precept is that we should always do whatever will produce the great-
est possible balance of happiness over unhappiness for everyone who will be
affected by our action. This “principle of utility” is deceptively simple.
[t is actually a combination of three ideas: First, in determining what
to do, we should be guided by the expected consequences of our
actions—we should do whatever will have the best consequences. Sec-
ond, in determining which consequences are best, we should give the
greatest possible weight to the happiness or unhappiness that would
be caused—we should do whatever will cause the most happiness or
the least unhappiness. And finally, the principle of utility assumes that
each individual’s happiness is equally as important as anyone else’s.
Although Hume expressed the basic idea of Utilitarian-
ism, two other philosophers elaborated it in greater detail. Jeremy
Bentham, an Englishman who lived in the late 18" and early 19"
centuries, was the leader of a group of philosophical radicals who
aimed to reform the laws of Britain along utilitarian lines. This group
was remarkably successful in advancing such causes as prison reform
and restrictions on the use of child labor. John Stuart Mill, the son of
one of Bentham’s original followers, gave the theory its most popular
and influential defense in his book Utilitarianism, published in 1861.
The Utilitarian movement attracted critics from the outset. It
was an easy target because it ignored conventional religious notions.
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The point of morality, according to the Utilitarians, had nothing to
do with obeying God or gaining credit in Heaven. Rather, the point
was just to make life in this world as comfortable and happy as pos-
sible. So some critics condemned Utilitarianism as a godless doctrine.
To this Mill replied:

[T]he question depends upon what idea we have formed of
the moral character of the Deity. If it be a true belief that God
desires, above all things, the happiness of his creatures, and that
this was his purpose in their creation, utility is not only not a
godless doctrine, but more profoundly religious than any other.

Utilitarianism was also an easy target because it was (and still is) a
subversive theory, in that it turned many traditional moral ideas upside
down. Bentham argued, for example, that the purpose of the crimi-
nal justice system cannot be understood in the traditional way as “pay-
ing back” wrongdoers for their wicked deeds—that only piles misery
upon misery. Instead, the social response to crime should be three-
fold: to identify and deal with the causes of criminal behavior; where
possible, to reform individual lawbreakers and make them into pro-
ductive citizens; and to “punish” people only insofar as it is neces-
sary to deter others from committing similar crimes. Or, to take a
different example, by insisting that everyone’s happiness is equally
important, the Utlitarians offended various elitist notions of group
superiority. According to the Utilitarian standard, neither race, sex,
nor social class makes a difference to one’s moral status. Mill himself
wrote a book on The Subjection of Women that became a classic of the
19" century suffragist movement.

Finally, Utilitarianism was controversial because it had no use
for “absolute” moral rules. The Utilitarians regarded the traditional
rules—against killing, lying, breaking one’s promises, and so on—as
“rules of thumb,” useful because following them will generally be for
the best. But they are not absolute—whenever breaking such a rule
will have better results for everyone concerned, the rule should be
broken. The rule against killing, for example, might be suspended
in the case of voluntary euthanasia for someone dying of a painful
illness. Moreover, the Ultilitarians regarded some traditional rules as
dubious, even as rules of thumb. For example, Christian moralists
had traditionally said that masturbation is evil because it violates the
Natural Law; but from the point of view of the Principle of Utility, it
appears to be harmless. A more serious matter is the traditional reli-
gious condemnation of homosexuality, which has resulted in misery




A SHORT INTRODUCTION TO MORAL PHILOSOPHY 13

for countless people. Utilitarianism implies that if an activity makes
people happy, without anyone being harmed, it cannot be wrong.

But it is one thing to describe a moral view; it is another thing
to justify it. Utilitarianism says that our moral duty is to “promote the
general happiness.” Why should we do that? How can the challenge
of Gyges’s ring be answered? As Mill puts it:

I feel that I am bound not to rob or murder, betray or deceive;
but why am I bound to promote the general happiness? If my
own happiness lies in something else, why may I not give that the
preference?

Aside from the “external sanctions” of law and public opinion, Mill
thinks there is only one possible reason for accepting this or any other
moral standard. The “internal sanction” of morality must always be
“a feeling in our minds,” regardless of what sort of ethic this feeling
endorses. The kind of morality we accept will, therefore, depend on
the nature of our feelings: If human beings have “social feelings,” then
Mill says that utilitarian morality will be the natural standard for them:

The firm foundation [of utilitarian morality] is that of the social
feelings of mankind—the desire to be in unity with our fel-
low creatures, which is already a powerful principle in human
nature, and happily one of those which tend to become stronger,
even without express inculcation, from the influences of advanc-
ing civilization. ‘

Impartiality

Utlitarianism, as we have seen, has implications that are at odds with
traditional morality. Much the same could be said about the Social
Contract Theory. In most of the practical matters that have been
mentioned—punishment, racial discrimination, women’s rights,
euthanasia, homosexuality—the two theories have similar implica-
tions. But there is one matter on which they differ dramatically. Utili-
tarians believe that we have a very extensive moral duty to help other
people. Social Contract theorists deny this.

Suppose, for example, you are thinking of spending $1000 for a
new living room carpet. Should you do this? What are the alternatives?
One alternative is to give the money to an agency such as the United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). Each year millions of third-world
children die of easily preventable diseases, because there isn’t enough
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money to provide the vitamin-A capsules, antibiotics, and oral rehydra-
tion treatments they need. By giving the money to UNICEF, and making
do a while longer with your old carpet, you could provide much-needed
medical care for dozens of children. From the point of view of utility—
seeking the best overall outcome for everyone concerned—there is no
doubt you should give the money to UNICEF. Obviously, the medicine
will help the kids a lot more than the new rug will help you.

But from the point of view of the Social Contract, things look
very different. If morality rests on an agreement between people—
remember, an agreement they enter into fo promote their own interests—
what would the agreement say about helping other people? Certainly,
we would want the contract to impose a duty not to harm other peo-
ple, even strangers. Each of us would obviously benefit from that. And
it might be in our best interests to accept a mutual obligation to pro-
vide aid to others when it is easy and convenient to do so. But would
rational people accept a general duty to provide virtually unlimited
aid to strangers, even at great cost to themselves? From the standpoint
of self-interest, that sounds crazy. Jan Narveson, a contract theorist,
writes in his book Moral Matters (1993):

[M]orals, if they are to be rational, must amount to agreements
among people—people of all kinds, each pursuing his or her
own interests, which are various and do not necessarily include
much concern for others and their interests. But people . . . have
a broad repertoire of powers including some that can make them
exceedingly dangerous, as well as others that can make them very
helpful. This gives us reason to agree with each other that we will
refrain from harming others in the pursuit of our interests, to
respect each other’s property and grant extensive civil rights, but
not necessarily to go very far out of our way to be very helpful to
those we don’t know and may not particularly care for. . . .

Unlike many philosophers who prefer to keep things abstract,
Narveson is good about spelling out the implications of his view in a
way that leaves no room for misunderstanding:

What about parting with the means for making your sweet little
daughter’s birthday party a memorable one, in order to keep a
dozen strangers alive on the other side of the world? Is this some-
thing you are morally required to do? Indeed not. She may well
matter to you more than they. This illustrates again the fact that
people do not “count equally” for most of us. Normal people care
more about some people than others, and build their very lives
around those carings.
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Which view is correct? Do we have a moral duty to provide
extensive aid to strangers, or not? Both views appeal ultimately to our
emotions. A striking feature of Narveson’s argument is its appeal to
the fact that we care more for some people than others. This is cer-
tainly true: As he says, we care more for our own children than for
“strangers on the other side of the world.” But does this really mean
that I may choose some trivial benefit for my children over the very
lives of the strangers? Suppose there are two buttons on my desk at
this moment, and by pressing button A, I can provide my son with a
nice party; by pressing B, I can save the lives of a dozen strangers. Is
it really all right for me to press A, just because 1 “care more” for my
son? Mill agrees that the issue must be decided on the basis of feel-
ings (how else could it be?), but for him it is not these small-scale
personal feelings that have the final say. Instead, it is one’s “con-
scientious feelings"—the feelings that prevail after everything has
been thought through—that finally determine one’s obligations.
Mill assumes that we cannot, when we are thoughtful and reflective,
approve of pushing button A.

However, some contemporary Utilitarians have argued that
the matter need not be left to the uncertainties of individual feel-
ing. It may be true, they say, that we all care more for ourselves, our
family, and our friends than we care for strangers. But we have ratio-
nal capacities as well as feelings, and if we think objectively about
the matter, we will realize that other people are no different. Oth-
ers, even strangers, also care about themselves, their families, and
their friends, in the same way that we do. Their needs and interests
are comparable to our own. In fact, there is nothing of this general sort
that makes anyone different from anyone else—and if we are in all rel-
evant respects similar to one another, then there is no justification
for anyone taking his or her own interests to be more important.
Peter Singer, a utilitarian philosopher, writes in his book How Are
We to Live? (1995):

Reason makes it possible for us to see ourselves in this way. . ..
I am able to see that I am just one being among others, with
interests and desires like others. I have a personal perspective on
the world, from which my interests are at the front and center of
the stage, the interests of my family and friends are close behind,
and the interests of strangers are pushed to the back and sides.
But reason enables me to see that others have similarly subjective
perspectives, and that from “the point of view of the universe” my
perspective is no more privileged than theirs. Thus my ability to
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reason shows me the possibility of detaching myself from my own
perspective, and shows me what the universe might look like if I
had no personal perspective.

So, from an objective viewpoint, each of us must acknowledge
that our own perspective—our own particular set of needs, interests,
likes, and dislikes—is only one among many and has no special status.

Kant

The idea of impartiality is also central to the third major alternative in
modern moral philosophy, the system of ethical ideas devised by the
great German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Like the
Social Contract theorists and the Utilitarians, Kant sought to explain
ethics without appealing to divine commands or “moral facts.” Kant’s
solution was to see morality as a product of “pure reason.” Just as we
must do some things because.of our desires—for example, because I
desire to go to a concert, I must buy a ticket—the moral law is binding
on us because of our reason.

Like the Utlitarians, Kant believed that morality can be
summed up in one ultimate principle, from which all our duties and
obligations are derived. But his version of the “ultimate moral prin-
ciple” was very different from the Principle of Utility, because Kant
did not emphasize the outcomes of actions. What was important for
him was “doing one’s duty,” and he held that a person’s duty is not
determined by calculating consequences.

Kant called his ultimate moral principle the “Categorical Imper-
ative.” But he gave this principle two very different formulations. The
first version of the Categorical Imperative, as expressed in his Funda-
mental Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), goes like this:

Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same
time will that it should become a universal law.

Stated in this way, Kant's principle summarizes a procedure for decid-
ing whether an act is morally permissible. When you are contemplat-
ing a particular action, you are to ask what rule you would be following
if you were to do it. (This will be the “maxim” of the act.) Then you
are to ask whether you would be willing for that rule to be followed
by everyone all the time. (That would make it a “universal law” in the
relevant sense.) If so, the rule may be followed, and the act is permis-
sible. However, if you would not be willing for everyone to follow the
rule, then you may not follow it, and the act is morally impermissible.
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This explains why the Moral Law is binding on us simply by vir-
tue of our rationality. The first requirement of rationality is that we
be consistent, and it would not be consistent to act on a maxim that
we could not want others to adopt as well. Kant believed, in addi-
tion, that consistency requires us to interpret moral rules as having no
exceptions. For this reason, he endorsed a whole range of absolute
prohibitions, covering everything from lying to suicide.

However, Kant also gave another formulation of the Categorical
Imperative. Later in the same book, he said that the ultimate moral
principle may be understood as saying:

So act that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in
that of another, always as an end and never as means only.

What does it mean to say that persons are to be treated as “ends”
and never as “means”? Kant gives this example: Suppose you need
money, and so you want a “loan,” but you know you could not repay
it. In desperation, you consider making a false promise (to repay) in
order to trick a friend into giving you the money. May you do this?
Perhaps you need the money for a good purpose—so good, in fact,
that you might convince yourself the lie would be justified. Neverthe-
less, if you lied to your friend, you would merely be manipulating him
and using him “as a means.”

On the other hand, what would it be like to treat your friend “as
an end”? Suppose you told the truth—that you need the money for a
certain purpose but could not repay it. Then your friend could make
up his own mind about whether to let you have it. He could exercise
his own powers of reason, consulting his own values and wishes, and
make a free, autonomous choice. If he did decide to give the money
for this purpose, he would be choosing to make that purpose his own.
Thus, you would not merely be using him as a means to achieving
your goal.

Conclusion

Our purpose here is not to reach any firm conclusion about which of
these approaches, if any, is correct. But we may end with an observa-
tion about how that project might be undertaken.

Philosophical ideas are often very abstract, and it is difficult to
see what sort of evidence counts for or against them. It is easy enough
to appreciate, intuitively, the ideas behind each of these theories,
but how do we determine which, if any, is correct? It is a daunting
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question. Faced with this problem, people are tempted to accept or

reject philosophical ideas on the basis of their intuitive appeal—if an
idea sounds good, one may embrace it; or if it rubs one the wrong
way, it may be discarded. But this is hardly a satisfactory way to pro-
ceed it we want to discover the truth. How an idea strikes us is not a
reliable guide, for our “intuitions” may be mistaken.

Happily, there is an alternative. An idea is no better than the
arguments that support it. So, to evaluate a philosophical idea, we
may examine the reasoning behind it. The great philosophers knew
this very well: They did not simply announce their philosophical opin-
ions; instead, they presented arguments in support of their views.
The leading idea, from the time of Socrates to the present, has been
that truth is discovered by considering the reasons for and against
the various alternatives. The “correct” theory is the one that has the
best arguments on its side. Thus, philosophical thinking consists, to a
large extent, of formulating and assessing arguments. This is not the
whole of philosophy, but it is a big part of it. It is what makes philoso-
phy a rational enterprise.




